
Abraham Ibn Ezra's Mathematical 
Speculations on the Divine Name 

Carlos del Valle 

The technique of gematria 1 is an exegetical tool often used by Kabbal
ists to decipher Scripture, a tool employed in Israel from ancient 
times. Basically it consists in reducing the letters of each word to its 
numerical value, then interpreting it by means of a different word of 
the same value.2 Maimonides refers to an interpretation by gematria 
of Gn 42:4 which he received "from his father, who received it from 
his father, and so on successively until the beginning of the exile from 
Jerusalem" -which is to say, from the foundation of the first Jewish 
settlement in Spain. According to this interpretation, the word -rlda 
[-rdw-"descend"] of Gn 42:4 has a numerical value of 210, signifying 
the 21 ° years of Israel's residence in Egypt.3 This interpretation by 
gematria is already found in one of the most ancient exegetical 
midrashim, the Genesis Rabbah,4 in the mouth of R. Abba ben Kahana, 
an Amora of the third generation (fourth century).5 

Numbers have an important role in Jewish mysticism, probably on 
the basis of influences emanating from Pythagorian doctrines. This 
trend is operative in gematria and reaches its highest development in 
the Kabbalah, though here it is closely related to the notion of the 
special sanctity and creative significance of the sacred Hebrew letters. 
Eleazar ben Yehuda of Worms (early thirteenth century) provided the 
impetus for a new development. With the aid of gemat'ria he discov
ered new combinations of letters gifted with special powers. The 
Sephe-r ha-hokmah [on gemat'ria] is attributed to another Ashkenazi 
kabbalist, Yehuda ha-Hasid (cir. 1150-1217). Abraham Abulafia 
(1240-cir. 1291) made extensive use of gematria, and one of his disci
ples, Yosef ben Abraham Chiquitilla (1248-cir. 1325), wrote a work 
dedicated to a detailed explanation of gematria, nota·rikon, and temu-rah. 
As a general rule all the great kabbalists utilized gematria.6 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, in the two introductions to his commentary on 
the Pentateuch (in its two redactions, long and short),7 includes an 
excursus on the different exegetical methods used throughout history, 
giving special emphasis to the method he prefers. Five methods are 
given: (1) the purely allegorical method ascribed to the Christians; 
(2) that of the Karaites who reject tradition as an exegetical method; 
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(3) that of the great Jewish scholars of Islamic lands who introduce 
into exegesis many alien elements taken from the sciences; (4) that of 
the Jewish sages who dwell in Christian lands and comment on Scrip
ture - at times literally, at times in a midrashic or allegorical sense; 
(5) the method of pesat; literal interpretation based on grammatical 
knowledge of the language.8 

It is the fifth method, that of pesiit, that Ibn Ezra attempts to intro
duce in his commentaries, as follows: "Fifth way: I shall place the 
basis of explanation in duly clarifying all of Scripture, its grammar, its 
literal sense. . .. In each section I shall first explain each complex 
word grammatically."9 It is clear that in this type of method, one 
based on grammar, gemal'ria as such has no place. In fact, Ibn Ezra's 
commentary on Gn 14: 14 formally rejects the exegesis by gematria 
which had been employed by other commentators. For example, 
Rashi (1040-1105) interpreted the 318 servants to mean Eliezer, since 
the numerical value of "Eliezer" is 31~.10 Ibn Ezra rejects this inter
pretation on the grounds that Scripture "does not speak with gema
tria." "The calculation of the letters for Eliezer," he says, "is midra-

. shic. Scripture does not speak with gematria because in this way 
whoever so wished could interpret a name correctly or incorrectly."ll 

This statement of principle by Ibn Ezra gives us a point of depar
ture for the interpretation of his mathematical speculations regarding 
the divine Name. What is at issue is not a logical usage of the tech
niques of gemat'ria to deduce new doctrines or to make surprising 
identifications. The object proposed by the sage of Tudela in these 
speculations is simply to describe the unfathomable mysteries which 
surround the divine Name. 

The Divine Names 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, taking advantage of his expertise in mathemat
ics,12 speculated about the mathematical mysteries of the divine 
Name. Three principal works harbor these speculations: the SepheT 
ha-Sem ("Book of the Name"),13 the commentary on the Pentateuch 
(especially to Ex 3: 15), 14 in both the long and short redactions; and 
the Yesod MOTa' ("The Foundation of Awe").15 In addition to these 
three works there is also a small treatise, an explanation of the 
mathematical speculations on the divine Name, found in a commen
tary on Ex 33:21 which tile manuscripts ascribe to Ibn Ezra. This is 
what is known as the MidTas ha-Sem ("Commentary on the Name"),16 
or the Ma'iimaT Sem ha- 'esem ("Treatise on the Proper Name"),17 or 
the Sod ha-Sem ha-mikbad {"Mystery of the Glorious Name").18 
Although this small work was the object of later elaborations,19 it is 
possible that its nucleus came from tile hand ofIbn Ezra himself.20 
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According to Ibn Ezra, there are three proper names (Sem-ha- 'esem) 
of God: Yah, Ehyeh, and YHWH. "The prophets", he declares, 
"established the name of the two letters [Yah], that of the four letters 
[YHWH], and the name Ehyeh [as] the proper names of the Most 
High. . .. The remainder of the divine names found in the Bible are 
adjectives [semot ha-to'aT]".21 In the commentary on Ex 3:15 he 
expressly states, "These three names are proper names."22 

Ibn Ezra attributes the same derivation to the three proper divine 
names: Yah, Ehyeh, and YHWH.23 Obviously he is thinking of the 
root kayak ("to be," "to exist") as the ultimate root from which the 
three names are derived. It is precisely this derivation which ex~lains 
some of the anomalous forms which he detects in YHWH and;' Yah. 
As he observes, ehyeh is a common form in Hebrew (the first pt!rson 
singular of the future tense: "I shall be," or "I am"). So that this 
common form will not be confused with the divine Name, the yod is 
transformed into a waw; the Tetragrammaton is no longer 
pronounced yihyeh ("he will be"), but yhwh. As a clarifying, illustrative 
example Ibn Ezra mentions the name of Eve (hawwah - "the living"). 
According to him, this should be hayyah but is transformed into 
hawwah so that it cannot be confused with hayyah ("beast," "animal").24 

The name Yah should be the abbreviation of the apocopated form 
of the future tense, ylM ("he shall be"). But this is complicated by two 
factors: the introduction of a patah under the yod iJlM > yah!) because 
of the guttural, and the dropping ofthe final yod (J'ahf > yak) "because 
of another mystery by reason ofnumber."25 

In Ibn Ezra's interpretation, Ehyeh ("I am") signifies or expresses 
the Being of necessary existence: "All substances and accidents 
require one which provides them with consistency, which, as such, 
would be eternal and changeless. He is true Being. Apart from Him, 
every other being is what it is through His causality. Because of this it 
is written: ehyeh liSeT ehyeh ('I am He who is' -Ex 3:14). Why does He 
call Himself by this name? Because the present is not eternal, 
without external change."27 

Whereas Yah and Ehyeh are pronounced just as they are written, 
the Tetragrammaton is written but not pronounced.28 Ibn Ezra pro
vides a singular explanation of this Jewish custom. According to him, 
"the name of the two letters [Yah] was received by those venerable 
beings who do not possess bodies (the angels), as was the name which 
begins with aleph [Ehyeh]. Because of this any man can pronounce it 
in any place such as it is written."29 In contrast, the name of YHWH 
possesses a unique sanctity and excellence. It is for this reason tIlat 
the Hebrews refuse to mention it directly. "Because of its dignity and 
high grandeur," states Ibn Ezra, "they did not wish to mention [the 
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sacrosanct Name] in an impure place and were constrained to nilme 
Him with the word Adon (Lord), in the plural (Adonay), after the 
manner of Elohim."30 Nevertheless, Moses, when he communicated 
the {lame of God of Israel to Pharoah, used the Tetragrammaton such 
as it is written, without using any substitute, "because he was holy."31 
In another passage of the Sephe-r ha-Sem, Ibn Ezra indicates that to 
pronounce the sacrosanct Name such as it is written was also the cus
tom of ancient Israel: "Perhaps they began to use a substitute 
[instead of pronouncing the sacrosanct Name] because they were in 
an impure land."32 

As to the correct pronunciation of the Tetragrammaton, Ibn Ezra is 
certain that anyone who knows grammar knows what it is.33 Be that 
as it may, even apart from the question of correct pronunciation the 
Tetragrammaton admits of different readings as the vowel combina
tion changes. In the Sepher ha-Sem Ibn Ezra declares that "if we were 
to place a mobile rewa below the first letter, its readings would surpass 
two hundred."34 In his short commentary on Exodus he asserts that 
the different readings reach a total of 320.35 

YHWH, the proper name of God, was revealed to some patriarchs 
and other just men prior to the time of Moses.36 Abraham and Jacob 
knew it; Job did not.37 It was Moses, however, who made the divine 
Name known in its completeness.38 It is surprising that Ibn Ezra 
affirms that the patriarchs knew the name YHWH as a proper name 
but not as an adjective.39 This when in various places he states that 
the Tetragrammaton, apart from being a proper name, is on some 
occasions an adjective.4o According to him, it is an adjective when
ever it is used as a genitive in the construct state.41 This occurs, for 
example, in the expressions YHWH Elohim ("YHWH of the gods" 
[Gn 2:4]) and YHWH seba'o! ("YHWH of the armies" [Is 1 :9]), which 
are similar in construction to the expression Elohe ha-Elohim ("God 
of the gods" [Dt 10:17]). , 

Ibn Ezra attempts to reach a metaphysical justification for the use 
of YHWH as an adjective. God is the absolute Being, the eternal 
Being, subsistent in Himself. But equally He is the Being in which 
everything subsists, on which everything depends. The name YHWH 
signifies this dependence of all beings on the absolute Being. YHWH 
Elohim signifies YHWH who gives consistency to the Elohim, that is 
to say, the angels; Him who is in the midst of the angels. YHWH 
Seba'ot signifies YHWH who is with the heavenly armies and who 
provides them with consistency and permanence.42 

In the Bible, Elohim appears as the name of God in the first cre
ation narrative (Gn 1 :1-2:3). Afterwords, the name ofYHWH Elohim 
is used, and then, beginning with Cain's birth, only YHWH.43 
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According to Ibn Ezra, the use of the different names stems from the 
fact that in the first moment of the period of creation the situation of 
the world was varied and multiple, and use of the divine Name corre
sponded to that state. At that time Elohim, with its connotation of 
plurality, was the adequate name for that state of things - a full name 
in a full world.44 The name of YHWH could not be received by man 
until he no longer ate of the tree of knowledge and until he had 
engendered a son.45 YHWH is the name of the Most High in relation 
to the concrete world, be it understood personally or collectively - the 
Name which communicates and transmits power to the individual 
Israelite or to the people ofIsrael as a whole.46 

The Tetragrammaton and Mathematical Speculation 

The Tetragrammaton is, as the word implies, composed of four let
ters-the venerable letters yod, he, waw, he-although only three of the 
letters are different. Each letter has a numerical value. Yod = 1 0, 
he=5, and waw=6. Ibn Ezra attempts to justify the use of these three 
letters, and only these three, from the perspectives of linguistics,47 
orthography,48 and numerical value.49 

Ibn Ezra advances speculations concerning the various numerical 
values of the Tetragrammaton-the letters taken either conjointly or 
individually. In some cases he discovers surprising identifications, 
and in most, he discovers the unfathomable mysteries of the holy 
Name. I will now indicate, in numerical order of the integer,S upon 
which they are based, the principles of his mathematical speculations 
concerning the divine Name: 

10. Ifthe sum of the first and second letters is squared [(y + h)2 = 
152 = 225] and the product is added to the sum of the first three 
letters squared [(y + h + w)2 = 212 = 441], the result is 666, 
which subtracted from the square of the complete name [(y + h 
+ w + h)2 = 676] comes to 10, which is the numerical value of 
the first letter, yod.50 

15. The first two letters, yh, add up to 15. With 5 at the center, the 
nine unit numbers can be arranged in a square such that' the 
sum of the three units in any direction will always be 15. 

4 9 2 

3 5 7 

8 1 6 51 
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If you add the first five unit numbers, the product will also be 15 
[1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 = 15].52 

25. The value of the first two letters when the first is doubled [10 + 
10 + 5 = 25] coincides with the value of the square of the sec
ond [h2 = 52 = 25].53 

26. The numerical value ofthe complete Name is 26 [10 + 5 + 6 + 
5], which corresponds to the number of planetary conjunc
tions.54 If the numerical value of yh [15], such as it is written, is 
added to the numerical value of this half of the Name, such as it 
would be pronounced [ya = 11], the sum is 26, equal to the 
value of the entire Tetragrammaton.55 If one adds to square of 
the first unit number [12 = 1] to the square of the middle num
ber [52 = 25] the sum is 26, the value of the entire Tetragram
maton. 56 

72. The number 72 represents the numerical value of the divine 
Name when all its integral parts are added together [y + yh + 
yhw + yhwh = 10 + 15 + 21 + 26 = 72]. Four verses of 
Scripture, each containing 72 letters (Ex 14:19,20,21; Ez 1:1) 
refer to the divine Name.57 

120. The sum of the squares of all the even numbers corresponding 
to the order of units is 120 [22 + 42 + 62 + 82 = 4 + 16 + 36 + 
64 = 120], which coincides with the sum of integers in half of 
the Name [Yh: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8 + 9 + 10 + 11 
+ 12 + 13 + 14 + 15 = 120].58 The same number [120] is 
obtained if the numerical value of the first two letters is 
multiplied by the sum of half of that value and half of 1 [15 x 
(7.5 + .5) = 120].59 Moreover, the number of the conjunctions 
of the seven planets is also 120. It is also true that the sum of 
the numbers by which 120 can be evenly divided is exactly its 
double [1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 8 + 10 + 12 + 15 + 20 + 24 
+ 30 + 40 + 60 = 240].60 

125. The sum of the squares of the first two letters [(y + h)2 = 102 + 
52 = 125] is equal to the value of the second letter elevated to 
the cube [53 = 125].61 If the first letter is squared [y2 = 102 = 

100] and the product is subtract<fd from the square of the first 
two letters [(y + h)2 = 152 = 225; 225 - 100 = 125], the result 
coincides with the value of the second letter elevated to the cube 
[h3 = 53 = 125]. Thus the he alone can be used as the divine 
Name.62 

165. If the first half of the Name is multiplied by the second [(y + h) 
x (w + h) = 15 x 11 = 165], the product is the same as the sum 
of the squares of the odd numbers of the order of units [12 + 32 

+ 52 + 72 + 92 = 1 + 9 + 25 + 49 + 81 = 165].63 
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The same number is obtained if the first half of the Name as 
written is multiplied by the way it would be pronounced [yh = 
15; ya = 11; 15 x 11 = 165].64 The sum is also 165 if the first 
nine units are added to 120 [1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8 + 
9 + 120 = 165.)65 

216. If yh is squared [152 = 225] and yhw is also squared [21 2 = 
441], and then the one sum is subtracted from the other [441 -
225 = 216], the result is identical to the third letter elevated to 
the cube [w3 = 63 = 216].66 

340. The sum of the multiplication of the first letter of the Tetra
grammaton by each of the four letters is 260 [y x Y (10 x 10) + y 
x h (10 x 5) + y x w (10 x 6) + y x h (10 x 5) = 260]. If the 
product of the multiplication of the second letter by the first and 
the third is added [y x h (10 x 5) + w x h (6 x 5) = 80], the 
result is 340, which is the numerical value of sem ("The 
Name").67 

385. The sum of the squares of the first ten integers is 385 [12 + 22 
+ 32 + 42 + 52 + 62 + 72 + 82 + 92 + 1 02 = 1 + 4 + 9 + 16 + 
25 + 36 + 49 + 64 + 81 + 100 = 385], which corresponds to 
the numerical value of the sekh)mah.68 

390. If the first half of the Name [yh (15)] is multiplied by the com
plete Name [yhwh (26)], the result is 390-exactly the numeri
cal value ofsamayim [s(300) + m(40) + y(10) + m(40) = 390].69 

I500.Ifwe multiply the first two letters [y x h (10 x 5)], and the prod
uct by the third letter [w (6) x 50 = 300], and this in turn by the 
fourth letter [h (5) x 300], the result is 1,500, which is like the 
value of the name Yah [15].70 

Conclusions 

The mathematical speculations of Abraham Ibn Ezra on the divine 
Name, the Tetragrammaton, are not grounded as such on gematria, 
that exegetical technique based on the numerical value of letters or 
words. The mathematical speculations concerning the Name of 
YHWH are for Ibn Ezra not a technical means of attaining new 
exegetical identifications. They are, above all, concerned with discov
ering a portion of the unfathomable mysteries surrounding the divine 
Name. Evidently Ibn Ezra draws upon very ancient traditions in 
Israel, fundamentally of a mystical tendency, concerning speculations 
on letters and numbers. 71 The sage of Tudela, buttressed by his basi
cally Neoplatonic conceptions and respectful of traditional trends as 
documented in the Book of Oreation, attempts to evidence the harmony 
of the universe on all levels, a harmony which is reflected in the 
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divine Name itself.72 He is quick to point out that 26 is both the 
value of the entire name of YHWH and the number of the 
conjunctions of the five planets,73 and that 120 is both half the value 
of the Name as it would be pronounced and the number of 
conjunctions of the seven planets.74 If there are nine numbers there 
are nine spheres; with the addition of a tenth that represents the 
divine dwelling place, just as there are ten fingers, ten categories of 
discourse and ten commandments.75 

Mathematical speculations on the divine Name have nothing to do 
with theurgy or magical practices. Ibn Ezra, at the beginning of the 
Seier ha-Sem, makes a highly significant observation: "Given that [the 
Name] is not a substance, no effect is produced by the union of its let
ters. The words of the [snake] charmers produce no effect by them
selves but do so only insofar as they emerge from the charmer's 
mouth (just as] human saliva, before [the act of] spitting, cannot kill 
the scorpion."76 In his commentary on Ex 3:13 he clarifies' these 
words, stating that the changes which can be made in a name have no 
influence at all on the essence of the thing named. He immediately 
adds': "Because of this, those who say they perform great works with 
the Name do not know the Name. God preserve me from those who 
say that the Name was engraved on [Moses'] staff and that with it he 
parted the sea." Ibn Ezra is obviously referring to the incident in 
which Moses raised his staff, extended his hand, and parted the Red 
Sea so that the Israelites could pass (Ex 14:16). In Ibn Ezra's opinion 
this prodigy was not caused by the magical power of the divine Name 
engraved on the staff; it was effected by the power of God. This 
observation provides us with an adequate framework for his specula
tions on the divine Name. 

The Midras Ha-Sem 

I hereby append the Midras ha-Sem, according to ms. Add 396, fol. 
lla-12a of the Cambridge University Library. The small work 
appears here without any title, although in other manuscripts it is 
known under the name of Midras ha-Sem, Ma'iima'r Sem ha-'esem or Sod 
ha-Sem ha-nikbad.77 

The treatise is an additional commentary to Abraham Ibn Ezra's 
commentary on Ex 33:21. The Cambridge manuscript attributes it 
directly to him. Although, as we have previously stated,78 this opuscle 
was actually elaborated after the fact, in its simple form it could 
derive from Ibn Ezra himself. 
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Notes 

• This study has been written under the auspices of a research program of 
HEBREW AUTHORS OF AL-ANDALUS subvented by the DIRECCION 
GENERAL DE INVESTIGACI6N CIENTfFICA DEL MINISTERIO ESPANOL 
DE EDUCACI6N Y CIENCIA. 

Gimatriyya, is a Greek word. It signifies calculation or number [Elias Levita. Tisbi. 
Lexicon Hebraicum. Basileae, 1557, ad loc.] "Gematria figura kabbalistica circa 
aequipollentiam numerorum in dictionibus occupata". Knorr von Rosenroth, 
Kabbala Denudata .... Sulzbach, 1677, I, ad loc.; reprinted in Hildensheim, 1972). 

2 Christian D. Ginsburg, The Essenes, their History and Doctrine. The Kabbalah. Its 
Doctn'ne, Development, and Literature. London, 1863, 131 (reprinted 1956). The 
techniques of gematria, in their different modalities and combinations are 
eloquently described in a late treatise which presents itself as an Italian trans~tion 
[only the introduction is in Latin] of a work of Ibn Ezra (De arle cabalistica), Ms. 
258 of the Kaufmann collection in Budapest. Assuredly, the work is not by Ibn 
Ezra. But, given the attribution, it is fully justified to reproduce the introduction 
ofthe ~puscle: "De arte cabalistica. Quid sit haec scientia, ad qUid attinet. Elapsis 
temponbus vocabatur celestis et divina, que data Cuit populo Israel, qui propter 
sua sceIera privatus fuit, quamvis credebat et denuo credit istam habere, etsi non 
habeat. Tunc ~rat celestis, modo terrena, id est, humana unde quilibet qui 
numerare non 19norat potest esse huius capax scientiae, dummodo habeat 
caracteres quos in clave describit, que davis ignota, aut sub silentio manere debet, 
aliter universus orbis capax esset huius tante' scientia et gloriose. Hec tamen 
celestis traditio fuit que fit per caracteres divinos, sine qua latione nulla est 
scientia. 

. Cabala enim est scientia salutaris,sancta, bona, scientifica: salutaris dico, quia 
mnuat omnibus illis qui eam imitant per se et per omnes, viam bonam malis docet, 
damna fugat, peTicula demonstrat et ad ea fuganda docet, occultas cogitationes 
patefacit, insidiam aperit, offensiva dettegit, et tuto ad omnes felicitates et infelici
tates . arguit atque nemo inveniri potest cabalista qui non teneatur mirabiIis, et 
reg~ veste dignus, seu encomio, sed necesse est quod sit secretus, fingendo eam 
nesore . 

. Hec est ilIa scientia que gloriosos facit homines semper, tum in virtutibus, tum 
1Ill armis, tum in omnibus occasionibus, dum istam capiant et per evidentiam cer
tam scimus neminem unquam huius scientie possessorem fuisse aIiis subiectum. 

Hec tamen to~ .fundata est super dispositiones numericas et super se habet 54 
re~1S, quas facilius aprehendunt docti, sed in eas disponendo, et simul 
assoaando, necessaria est davis caracterica tota, qua mediante divinum 
elem~ntll~ .t~tllm se. complet feliciter, ut in sequentibus regulis videbimus, 
q\loruam In iI1is est felicitas magru: e pure combinate non rivoltano, se prima non 
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si trasJasciano con l'elemento, atteso quello ~ l'elemento e la radice di tutta Ia 
pianta naturale et epilogando Ia scienza divina avuta divinamente che all' umana 
cognizione ~ tradotta e per cia si dice cabala umana. Questa disponiamo 
dichiarare con permissione divina, ponendo Ie regole con questa disposizione 
ordinate (per) facilita come qui a basso si dimostra". 

3 Letter from Yemen (XXIII:38). I cite my Spanish translation: Cartas y Testamento 
de Maimonides. Cordoba, 1989, 171). In the same letter, Maimonides, basing 
himself on gematria, refer:t to a tradition in which prophecy, as a pre-messianic 
event, would be restored in 1216 (XXIII:38) and notes the interpretation of Gen. 
17:20 made by a dissident, which is applied to Mohammed according to gematria. 

4 BereSit Rabbah 91.2 (Ed. A. A. ha-Levi. Tel Aviv, 1956,698). 

5 Hermann L. Strack, Einleitung in Talmud tmd Midrasch. Miinchen, 1921, 142; H. 
L. Strack - G. Sternberger, Introduccioll a La literatttra talmtl.dica y midrdsica. 
Valencia, 1988, 143. The definitive redaction of the MidraI RaMah to Genesis is 
usually placed in the same period as the final redaction of the Jerusalem Talmud. 

6 S.A. H., "Gematria". Encyclopediajlldaica. Berlin, 1931, VII: 170ff. 

7 > The two have recently been edited by Asher Wiezer [Ibn 'Ezra PlruIe ha-Torah. 
Jerusalem, 1977). M. Friedlaender published the brief redaction in Ibn Ezra 
Literature. Essays in the Writings of Abraham Ibn Ezra. London, 1877, Hebrew 
appendix, pp. 1-9. D. Rosin edited the Hebrew text of the exegetical methods 
with a German translation ("Reime und Gedichte des Abraham Ibn Ezra". 
jahressbericht des jiidisch-theologische71 Seminars Franckel' sch Stiflung. Breslau, 1885, 
1:23ff.) A Latin translation was provided by Joseph de Voysin ("Opus rytlunicum 
R. Abraham Abben Ezrae de modis quibus Hebraei legem solent interpretari". 
Disputatio cabalistica Israel filii R. Mosis de anima, Paris, 1635, 151-167) and 
Schickard (Bechinathhappemschim, hoc est, Examinis Commentationum Rabbinicorum 
in Mosen Prodonius. Tubingen, 1624). 

8 Bacher's study remains one of the most important on the methods described by 
Ibn Ezra in the introduction to his commentary to the Pentateuch "Abraham Ibn 
Ezra's Einleitung zu seinem Pentateuch - Commentar als Beitrag zur Geschichte 
der Bibelexegese". Sitwngsgeschichte der kaiserliclten Akadem;e der Wissenscltaften, 
Philosophisch-Historische Classe 81 (1875),361-444. 

9 A. Wiezer, op. cit., BlreIit 141. All quotations made, from this point on, from the 
Commentary of Ibn Ezra to the Pentateuch, will be based on Wiezer's edition. 

10 Le pentateuque .... acompagne du commentaire de Raelli traduit en francais par joseph 
Bloch - Israel Salzer, Elie Munk, Ernest Cugenheim. Paris, 1964, ad loc. 

11 Commentary to Genesis, ad locum. 

12 His most important mathematical works are the Sepher ha-Mispar, edited by Moritz 
Silberberg with German translation [Sepher ha-Mispar. Das Bueh der lahl .... 
Frankfurt, 1895] and the Sepher ha-Ehad .... Odessae, 1867, re-edited by Israel 
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Levin, Abraham Ibn Ezra Reader. New York-Tel Aviv, 1985,397-416. To these 
works the Sepher Ylsod Mispar on numerals should be added. Edited by S. Pinsker. 
[Einleittmg in das Babylonische-Hebraisclte Ptmktati01lssystem . .'. . uebst einer 
Grammatik der hebraischen lahlworler (jesod Mispar) von Abraham Ibn Ezra 
Wien, 1863.] 

13 In the Ylsod Mispar he cites it under the name of Sepher ha-Sem IIa-Nikbad (Ed. S. 
Pinsker,op. cit., 140). It was first edited by G. H. Lippmann [Sepher haschem oder 
das Buell iiber den vierbuchstabigen Namen GoUes von Rabbi Abraham Abert Ezra. 
Furth, 1834]. Israel Levin has prepared a new edition [Abraham Ibn Ezra Reader. 
New York-Tel Aviv, 1985, 417fI]. Lippman's commentary continues being the 
most complete. Among the commentaries of the Sepher ha-Sem with which I am 
familiar, I sh.'lll cite those of Sabtay ha-Cohen (Ms. of Kaufmann; B 150 of the 
Leningrad Orient.'llism Institute; Mardoqueo ben E1iezer Comtino (Paris ms. 681, 
2); Selomoh ben E1iyyah Sarbit ha-Zahab (Vatican 105/3): Eliezer of Norzi (Paris, 
1092/8). I follow Lippman's edition in the quotations of the Sepher ha-Sem. 

14 The comment.'1ry to the Pentateuch was edited by A. Wiezer (refer to note 7). M. 
Friedlaender, in the Hebrew appendix to his Essays on the Writings of Abraham Ibn 
Ezra (London, 1877) includes an additional commentary to Ex. 3: 15 (pp. 72-78) 
which develops three questions: (1) the numbers are nine under one aspect, ten 
under another; (2) Equality and the resemblance between one and ten; (3) 
Qualities of the numbers 5 and 6. 

15 Chapter XI and XII. Edited by M. Creizenach accompanied by a German version 
Uesod Mora. Gnmdlage der Gottesverelmmg oder Untersuchungen fiber das mosaische 
Gesetz Imd die GnmdPrinzipien der israelitischen Religion Tlon Abraham Ibn Ezra. 
Frankfurt NM - Leipzig, 1840). Israel Levin has re-edited it (op. cit., 313-374). 
Following Creizenach's edition he will be cited under the siglum YM. , 

16 Casanatense LV.lI; 3104/10, fol. 47-51. 

17 Casanatense H.lV.17; 3152/, fol. 108-109f. 

18 Paris 825, 6, fol. 207 V. 

19 Such is the case in the version to which witness is given by manuscript Ebr lA 98 
of the Leningrad Firkovitch Collection which includes an incomplete enumeration 
of the 70 names of Metraton which states: "these things I have garnered from the 
words of the great luminary, the Rab, our master Menachem, disciple of Rab, our 
master, Eliezer of Worms". 

20 A study of this opusc1e is recommended. Aside from the mss. cited, it is found in 
Casanatense (1.11.9; 3087/15, fol. 96-10a; Vat 36/3 [AlE mathematicis rationibus 
ostendere nititur necessitatem quattror literamm qllibus nomen Dei ineffabile componitur, 
ita ttl nee plures nee pauciores esse potuerint]. EI Ms. 707, 4 of Paris has the 
explanation of Yosef ben Molie's calculations of AlE in relation to the 
Tetragrammaton. 

21 Sepherha-Sem, 2. 
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22 He mentions Elohim, Adonay, Sadday, and ~/!ba'ot among the divine names as 
always being adjectives (Sepher ha-Sem, 2.) 

23 Com. to Ex. 15:20. 

24 SepheT Ita-Sem, 8; Com. to Ex. 15:2. The basis of the change is the permutability 
of the letters aleph, he, waw, and yod (Sepher ha-Sem, 2), a property on which he 
:insists in his grammatical works [Seplter $alwt, 11, 14 et passim. Ed. C. del Valle. 
Salamanca, 1977; Sifat YeteT 134 (Ed. N. Allony, Ylsod diqduq .... Jerusalem, 
1984); Safah Blmrah 22b (ed. C. Lippmann, Furth, 1839). Based on the 
permutability of the letters aleph, he, waw, and yod, Yelluda Ha)jlUj (X century) 
arrived at the principle of trilateralism on which the scientific grammar of Hebrew 
is grounded U. W. Nutt, Two Treatises on Verbs containing Feeble and Double Letters 
.... London, 1970, 16ff.; 24ff. 

25 Com. to Ex. 15:2. The mystery of the number consists in that with the removal of 
the yod only two letters remain (yh) which, when computed numerically according 
to their pronunciation (ywd h'), add up to 26, the numerical value of the complete 
name ofYhwh (10+5+6+5 = 26). 

26 Menahem ben Saruq (died cir. 970) interpreted Ehyeh as a proper divine name: 
"I am He who is .... Ehyeh has sent me to you (Ex. 3: 14). It is the Holy Name, 
venerable and most glorious. This word is not derived from other words. The 
interpreters say it is derived from hawiya, lihyot (being). When God said to Moses: 
I am he who is, it seems as if He had said: I have existed from always, I exist now, 
and will exist eternally. However, when He repeats the word for the second time 
saying Eyheh (I am) sent me to you, it is done as a word without meaning". 
[Mahberet. Ed. A. Filipowski. London, 1854, ad loc.) 

27 SepheT ha-Sem, 8. Sabtay ha-Cohen endorses the same interpretation 
(Comment.'lTY to the Sepher Ita-Sem, Ms. 271 of the Budapest Kaufmann collection, 
fol. 59: "The meaning of ehyeh is as explained: (1 am) he who is. This is because 
no being subsists but God or in God". 

28 The Jewish custom of not pronouncing the Tetragrammaton and substituting it 
by Adonay is documented from at least the third century, BCE. Refer to L. F. H., 
"Names of God" in EJ,Jerusalem, 1972). 

29 Seplter ha-Sem, 8. 

30 Seplter ha-Sem, 2. The use of iIdon' (my Lord) occurs in common speech so it 
would be incorrect to apply it to God. Because of this, the majestatic plural is 
used (Com. to Ex. 3:15). 

31 Com. to Ex. 3:15. 

32 Sepher ha-Scm, 8. 

33 Short com. to Ex. 3: 13. It is, in any case, a problem to establish the pronunciation 
of the Tetragrammaton such as he understood it. In the same commentary he 
states that "Eliyahu the prophet is a master of justice. This is a mystery". This 
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allusion is clarified by a further allusion in the SepheT Ita-Sem, 7: "In times past, I 
thought that (the word) Eliy:ihu (= my God is Yah) could serve as proof until I 
found w/!-gasm(l-omer (what Casmu says)". The author of the Ollel Yosef, 
additional comment.'1ry to Ibn Ezra's commentary on the Pentateuch, believes that 
if the pronunciation of Eliy:ihu, with accent on the penultimate, were to be 
transferred to the Tetragrammaton, the pronunciation yehl wa-/llt (is and will be 
forever) would result. Cited by C. H. LippmaTln, Seplter Itascltem. Furth, 1834, 
17b, n. 12). 

34 Sepher ha-Sem, 7. 

35 "The illustrated man who knows the foundation of the unmoved and the mobile 
knows the ways of the Name, knows how it is pronounced". Short Com. to Ex. 
3:13). In the different pronunciations of the divine Name AlE collects ancient 
traditions of a mystical character. Yosefben Abraham Chiquitilla (1248-cir. 1325), 
a distinguished. kabbalist,alludes to the different pronunciations of the 
Tetragramm.'1ton: "To Yahweh are ascribed 54 compound names, in the 
combination of yhwlt. They add up to 216 letters. These 54 names are the 
mystery which extends (divine) power to everything that exists in the world .... 
In these 54 names all the things of the world are contained. It is these which 
supply what is necessary to all creatures by means of Adonay". [SepllCT !a'arc ora. 
Cracovia, (1600), cap. I). Refer to the combinations in Knorr von Rosenroth, 
Kabbala demulata. Salzburg. 

36 Thusly we AlE opposed to R. Yesua', the Karaite, who affirmed that Israel had a 
tradition received from the fathers according to which the saviour of Israel (= 

Moses) revealed a new name which had previously not be heard. [Com. to Ex. 
3:13). 

37 This Name was unknown in the world except for a few men until Moses. "Don't 
you realize it cannot be found in any of Job's replies nor in those of his 
companions?" [Seplter ha-Sem, 8.) 

38 Com. to Ex. 3:13. 

39 "Because the fathers knew this Name (Yhwh) as a proper name, but did not know 
that this Name is an adjective". [Ex. 6:3). 

40 Ylsod Mora, 12; Com. to Ex. 3: 15; Seplter ha-Sem. The same is said about Ehyeh 
(YM,12). 

41 AI E gives great significance to the use of Yhwh as an adjective. In fact, the entire 
second chapter of the Sepher ha-Sem is dedicated to distinguish proper name and 
adjective. Four differences are given: the adjective has verbal derivation while 
the proper name does not; the adjective admits the plural, determinate article, 
construction, the addition of suffixes while the proper name does not. 
Nevertheless, one should keep in mind that a common name - such as man - is 
understood by Ibn Ezra as an adjective. Refer to Com. to Ex. 3: 15. 

42 Com. to Ex. 3: 15; SeplteT Ita-Sem, 2. Concerning Elohim, he states in the Com. to 
Ex. 3:4, that it "embraces all sanctity which is not a body nor a potency in a body". 
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Contrast Abner of Burgos' interpretation of El-Sadday: "Esto es el su 
sepparamjento que muestra el vjerbo Saday que quier dem que es abondable en 
ssj de ssjn aver mester para su sostenjmjento a otra ninguna cosa sjno a ssi 
mismo". [Libra de La Ley, Spanish ms. 43, Paris. There, the work appears, in the 
first instance, without a title. 

43 Com. to Ex. 3: 13; YM 12. 

44 YM 12. Yosef ben Abraham Chiquitilla also searched for an explanation of the 
various names of God found in the Pentateuch: "The venerated and most 
glorious Name, Yhwh, you will find in the Torah in various ways and usages. 
Sometimes, in the greater part of the Torah, you will find it alone. Thus it is 
written: Yhwh said .... Other times you will find it joined with other holy names, 
as in the work of creation: These are the generations of the heavens and earth 
when they were created, the day in which Yhwh Elohim made heavens and earth . 
. . . I am obliged make known to you the meaning of this. You should know that 
Yhwh is perfect and complete and fills all the measures .... In Him all things are 
consummated and ended .... It was not necessary to mention this in the work of 
creation as the world and its creatures did not as yet exist as a finished work. The 
world was not yet in plenitud but was in the process of being made. But when the 
creation of the world was terminated, when things were consummated with full 

. completion, then (the name) ofYhwh Elohim is mentioned. [Sa'ure ora], cap. 5]. 

45 Sepher ha-Sem, 8. "Except in one unique place, the name Elohim is never found in 
Moses' words, only the venerable Name". [Com. to Ex. 3: 13]. 

46 YM 12. 

47 They are the easiest letters to pronounce and also matres lectionis, which abound 
in proper names. Refer to Com. to Ex. 3: 15; YM 11. 

48 The yad is like a semicircle which embraces everything within its interior. It 
signifies totality. The he is composed of two tracts which signify duality: matter 
and form, substance and accident. The yod, with a numerical value of 10 and 
equivalent to one, is the symbol of the absolute unity of one. Because of this it 
opens to the Tetragrammaton. The he, with its two tracts, signifies the 
dismemberment of unity into matter and form in creatures. Refer to the Sepher 
ha-Sem and the commentary of C. H. lippmann [Sepher haschem .... 31). The 
waw has the form of a hook and signifies union [Sallot 54]. The lahar, in the 
treatise of Tfle Secrets of tfle Leiters of tfle Divine Name, describes the yod as a nutshell 
which covers the occult. Although the parallel with the simile of AlE (the 
semicircle) is evident, they do not have the same meaning. Refer to the edition of 
Stephen C. Wald, The Doctrine of the Divine Name. Atlanta, 1988, 153. 

49 The four numbers which represent the letters composing the Tetragrammaton 
(10, which is like the one; 5; 6; 5) have a common property in that when they are 
squ .. 1.red their own number always appears in its base (52 = 5 x 5 = 25; 62 = 6 
x 6 = 36; 12 = 1 x 1 = 1) [Sepfler fla-Sem, 3]. Because of this, Ibn Ezra calls 5 
and 6 circular numbers; as in a circle, each returns to its base [Sepher fla-Sem], 3; 
YM 11]. "These numbers, the 1, 10, 5, 6, guard themselves. [Anonymous 
Additional Commentary to the Commentary of Ex. 3:15]. The one has only one 
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lateral, 2, while all the other numbers have two laterals, one to the right and one 
to the left. The laterals of 3 are 2 and 4. This property of 1 demonstrates that it 
depends on nothing and everything depends on it. [Com. to Ex. 33:21; 
Additional Commentar)' to Ex. 3:15, Friediaender, 75]. The 5 is the sum of the 
prime numbers that precede it (2 + 3 = 5) [YM, 11]. The 6 is the sum of its 
divisible wholes (3 + 2 + 1 = 6). [Com. to Ex. 3: 15]. The waw, valued as it is 
pronounced, with double waw, is equivalent to 12. If its divisible parts are added 
the sum is 28 (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 6 + 12 = 28) which, surprisingly, is the only 
number in the twenties whose whole divisibles add up to the same number (1 + 2 

+ 4 + 7 + 14 = 28). The 10, the mighty one, is the basis of all calculation, similar 
to the 1. If on the one hand the numbers are nine, on the other they are ten. 
[Anonymous Additional Commentary to the Com. on Ex. 3:15, Friedlaender, 
72ff.]. 

50 Sepller !la-Sem 5; Midra! fla-Sem 10 (according to the attached edition) . 

51 YM 11. 

52 Sepher fla-Sem 3. 

53 Sepher fla-Sem, 5; Midras fla-Sem 9. 

54 Com. to Ex. 33:21. 

55 Com. to Ex. 3: 13; Midras fla-Sem 4. 

56 Com. to Ex. 33:21; Midra!ha-Sem 3. 

57 Sepher ha-Sem 5; Com. to Ex. 3:13 and 33:21; Midra! ha-Sem 2. 

58 Com. to Ex. 33:21; Midra! fla-Sem 5; Sepller lla-Sem 5. 

59 Scpher fla-Scm 5. 

60 Sepfler fla-Sem 5. 

61 Commentary to the Tetragrammaton, Ms. Ebr. lA98, fol. 196 of the Firkovitch 
collection at Leningrad. 

62 Midra! fla-Scm 7; Com. to Ex. 33:21. 

63 Com. to Ex. 33:21; Sep"cr "a-Scm 5. 

64 Midra! IIa-Scm 6. 

65 YM 11. 

66 YM 11; Com. to Ex. 33:21; Midras "a-Scm 8. The consequence is that the waw 
signifies the entire divine Name. 

67 Sephcr "a-Scm 5. 



176 Abraham Ibn Ezra's Mathematical Speculations 

68 Commentary on the Tetragranunaton, Ms. Ebr. 1A98, fol. 20a of the Firkovitch 
Collection. Hence the yod signifies the Ilkliillah, the divine Presence. 

69 Sepher IIa-Sem 5: Midraf ha-Sem 12: "This is the convention by which God is 
designated by the name of famayim (heavens)". [Midraf "a-Sem 12.] 

70 Given that in the system of tens there is an essential parallelism between the 
different orders [Midraf ha-Sem 11; Sepher /Ia-Sem 5]. 

71 Speculations which appear in the Sefer Ylsirtl. Regarding his observations on 
numbers 10 and 1, Ibn Ezra depends directly on Dunas ben Tamim (IX Century) 
in his commentary on the Book of Creation. [Sefer Ylsirah • ..• with Commentary by 
Dunash ben Tamim. London, 1902. Ed. M. Grossberg]. 

72 Refer to H. Greive, StuAien mm jildischen Nellplatollismlls. Die Religions-philosophie 
des Abrahams Ibn Ezra. Berlin, 1973; C. del Valle, "EJ Hay ben Meqis de Abraham 
Ibn Ezra". Cuademos salmantinos de filosoJfa 4 (1978), 99-125. 

73 Com. to Ex. 33:21. 

74 Com. to Ex. 33:21. 

75 Sepher IIa-Sem 3; Com. to Ex. 3:15. To document Ibn Ezra's proclivity to discover 
the harmony between all the levels of the universe, refer, for example, to Sa/lOt 2, 
4, 12. 

76 Sepher ha-Sem 1. 

77 Refer to footnotes 16, 17, and 18. 

78 Refer to footnote 19. 


